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For the emotionally constipated, the self-destructive romantics, and anyone who's ever mistaken chaos for chemistry.

This book contains questionable coping mechanisms, disturbingly hot people with zero chill, and the occasional identity crisis dressed as foreplay.

If you're here for healing... you took a wrong turn.

But if you're here to feel something, even if it hurts, welcome home.

CONTENT WARNING LIST:

	Suicidal thoughts, ideation & attempt

	Self-harm urges/behaviors

	Depression, anxiety, panic attacks, dissociation, emotional breakdowns

	Negative self-talk, body image distress, disordered eating implications

	Grief, bereavement

	Therapy/medication struggles

	Toxic/controlling relationships, emotional neglect, guilt-flipping

	Emotional manipulation, love-bombing, codependency

	Infidelity (ideation only) & betrayal

	Unwanted or non-consensual physical contact/restraint

	Power imbalance & coercion concerns

	Stalking/monitoring behaviors, surveillance, privacy invasion

	Threats/violent ideation

	Gore/violent imagery in art

	Organized crime allusions

	Explicit sexual content, BDSM/power dynamics

	Objectification, possessiveness, jealousy

	Unprotected sex

	Sexual neglect & intimacy struggles

	Alcohol, drugs, nicotine

	Reckless driving references

	Wealth flaunting, class disparity, financial insecurity

	Social media exposure, harassment, privacy concerns

	Nationality/ethnic jokes/banter

	Cliffhanger ending


This story contains mature themes, emotional volatility, and morally gray characters. Reader discretion is advised.

♫ MUSIC:

One True God & Cxssidy – Empty

Sickick – Infected

KNOX – Look at me now

Twenty One Pilots – Trapdoor

Lorde – Hard Feelings

NF – Running

K.Flay – Raw Raw

Sickick – Mind Games

Bring Me The Horizon – Darkside

Bad Omens – Just Pretend

Måneskin – Morirò Da Re

Missio – I See You

Dezi – Rage

Linkin Park – Stained

Mickey Valen, Joey Myron – Chills (Dark Version)

Bring Me The Horizon – Drown

Omido & Ex Habit – Please

Big Foot Mama – Led s Severa

Seafret – Oceans

Sleep Token – Are You Really Okay?

Artemas – Southbound

Halsey – Nightmare

Bad Omens – The Worst In Me

Stromae – L'enfer

Måneskin – Honey (Are U Coming?)

Artemas – If U Think I'm Pretty

Upsahl – People I Don't Like

Billie Eilish – Hostage
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Water pours down my nose, slipping over my lips.

Breath refuses to come.

It's pooling around my feet, rising, warm and heavy. I should clean the drain.

When did my hair get this long? It clings to my skin, dark and tangled. Cutting it crosses my mind. Would he like that?

The thought lingers, curling in my mind like steam against the mirror. Caring about his opinion shouldn't matter. It's my hair. My body. My choice. But the question stays, gnawing at the edges of my thoughts.

How long have I been in here?

The small bathroom is thick with fog, the air damp and suffocating. Scalding water reddens my skin, but I don't flinch. No impulse to move. Heat seeps into my bones, numbing everything else. I should breathe.

My head tilts back, letting the water hit my lips, warm and steady. It feels nice. Soft in a way I don't remember. When was the last time they felt like this? 

I drag my fingers over my lower lip, slow, tracing the shape of it, imagining his touch instead. His fingers, rough but deliberate. When did he touch me last? 

A few weeks ago, probably. A month? I don't know. I don't keep track anymore. Maybe that's the problem.

I shouldn't do this to myself: get worked up just to be let down again. But the spiral is familiar, and the doubt creeps in anyway, settling in my chest as heavy as the steam filling the bathroom.

Is it me? 

Of course, it's me. Nothing about me stands out. Decent-looking, maybe. Average. He just doesn't want me anymore. Maybe, after five years, I've become part of the background. No different from the couch we picked out together or the dishes in the sink.

Are we even a couple anymore? Or just roommates who sometimes fuck, usually don't? Roommates with benefits. That's what you could call it, right? Except the benefits are fading, and I don't know what that leaves us with.

Sometimes love isn't enough.

I know he loves me. I see it in the way he looks at me, in the small things. In the way he pulls me closer in his sleep, lets his fingers brush mine without thinking, still makes me coffee exactly how I like it. But love isn't always warmth. It isn't always enough to keep the cold out.

I'm selfish. I shouldn't think this way. He loves me.

... Does he?

Maybe my mind is just distorting everything, twisting small things into doubt. The thought of taking pills again slips in. I stopped because it felt like I could finally manage on my own.

But what if he's noticed? What if he thinks I'm crazy, broken? Is that why he doesn't fuck me anymore? The thought settles in my stomach, hard as stone.

"Stop thinking!"

The words rip through my head, and before it registers, I've said them out loud. They bounces off the tiled walls, swallowed by the hiss of the water. My hands tremble as I stare down at the fading scars on my forearms. They're shallow. I made sure of that. Just deep enough to feel something, but not enough to matter. Not enough to be a real problem.

I'm crazy, but somehow I remain cold and calculated when it counts. Is that part of insanity? Knowing you're fucked up but keeping yourself just functional enough to pretend otherwise?

I'm hitting my head again.

Not-so-soft thuds against the tile. I tell myself to stop, but the dull ache distracts me, anchors me. It's better than drowning in my own thoughts.

I need to get out of the shower.
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I'm tired of this. Tired of being scared to express how I feel, of swallowing my thoughts until they rot inside me. I want to feel something other than doubt. I want to feel wanted.

What to wear? Something slutty. Something revealing. Maybe that'll make me feel different. Maybe that'll make him look at me.

The idea hangs for a second before a sharp exhale pushes it away. No. Just my regular clothes: an oversized t-shirt and leggings, something to hide my stomach. I hate my stomach. Sure, it could be fixed with workouts or dieting, but there's zero energy for that. Zero motivation. I'm the problem.

Shaking my head, I try to physically dislodge the thought. I'm still dizzy from the shower, with a dull throb where my head hit the tile. At least it wasn't the forehead; that would've been hard to explain.

Helena's going to be here soon. I have to pick something.

"Fuck it," I'm wearing a dress.

Dresses are the worst. Skirts too. The brush of air against my thighs always puts me on edge, but tonight... I don't care. Tonight, I've decided. Clothes go on. No makeup. I rarely wear any. Just straighten my hair and go.

No, wait.

Smokey eye. Let's go all out.

I run back to the bathroom barefoot, my reflection catching across the mirror. I ignore it. Makeup hasn't been part of the routine in a while, but muscle memory kicks in. Brushes, palettes—some probably expired, but whatever. If it kills me, at least I'll look good in a casket.

A smirk tugs at my mouth as the thought lands, and I lean in closer. Somewhere, I read that psychopaths usually skip makeup. A quiet chuckle escapes me. Guess that makes me sane for tonight.

The routine is somewhat calming, precise. By the time I'm done, my eyes are dark and smudged like I haven't slept in days. Sexy in a messy don't-get-too-close way. My hair falls in sleek sheets, framing my face, softer than I feel inside.

I step back, facing the full-length mirror. I hate it. I love it.

The black dress sways around my thighs, feminine and dangerous. Bell sleeves cover my arms, one of the least favorite parts of me. Good. The corset underneath cinches my waist, makes me look decent. Almost desirable.

"You bring the corsets, we'll bring the cinches.

No one wants a waist over nine inches.

So what? The makeup contains lead poison.

At least your complexion will bring all the boys in."

I sing to myself with my slavic accent. The dress is cute. I'm not. But that's fine. I look good enough. Maybe someone will want to touch me.

Boots go on. Fuck heels. Looking sexy isn't worth sacrificing my ankles. Practicality over injury. Always.

I check my phone. Shit. He'll be home soon. Better to slip out before he gets back, or the outfit complaints will start.

Just as the phone's about to disappear into my pocket, a message pops up: I'm here.

Helena. Right on time.

I hesitate for a second. Should I take a jacket? It's cold out. Nah. A hoe's never cold.

Locking up, the rush down my apartment stairs comes fast. A quiet laugh slips out at the word my. Nothing here is mine. It's his apartment. His car that gets me to work. His money that pays for most things. This life feels borrowed, a space I occupy without ever truly owning.

I jog outside and scan the street. Helena steps out of her car, eyes immediately locking onto me. She whistles, dragging her gaze from my boots up to my dress.

"Damn, girl. What's up with the outfit?" She grins, leaning against the car door. She's a beautiful girl, my age. We were roommates in high school, bonded over trauma and questionable life choices. She looks like she walked off a runway, but mentally? She's just as fried as I am. Well... maybe not as much.

Her outfit screams do not bring home to mom, while mine just whispers it. High heels, a dress that clings to her like regret on a Sunday morning. Curves and muscle sculpted by a love for the gym, which, unlike me, she doesn't actively avoid.

She's into fitness and shopping. Those are two alien concepts to my sad little goblin lifestyle. But for some godforsaken reason, she looked at me one day and went, "Yeah, that one. I choose emotional instability with that one." And she stuck around. Through high school, through college, through my many nervous breakdowns and her overly detailed anatomy flashcards.

We didn't even study in the same faculty. I do media communications—which basically means I overthink pixels—and she's out there saving lives and poking people with needles. How we ended up together? No clue. Divine glitch in the simulation, maybe.

But I love this chaotic, gym-obsessed, overly supportive creature more than life itself. But that doesn't say much, considering how low I rank life on my list of favorite things.

"Don't ask. It took me way too long to get ready, and I'm already uncomfortable." I sigh, walking toward her.

It's true. Usually it takes me fifteen minutes, max. This outfit? Over an hour. Because no matter what I put on, nothing ever looks right. Nothing looks good on me.

"You've got that witchy vibe going on," Helena says, wiggling her fingers in mock sorcery. I give her a look, not bothering to reply. The corset is already digging into my ribs, suffocating me. But at least I look the part.

"Is it really okay to leave my car here?" she asks, probably remembering the times I cursed out random assholes who parked in our lot without living here.

"It's fine," I say as we start walking.

The night air is crisp, settling over my skin like static. The club is only two streets north of my—his—apartment.

We've lived together for four years. Dated for a year before that. Maybe that's where we went wrong. We rushed it, moved in too soon, cut the honeymoon phase short. Not like we were ever the romantic type. Not like we're married.

The last time the question of marriage came up, he laughed and tossed out, "Sure, when you have the money to pay for the wedding."

The urge to tell him to fuck off hit instantly. Fuck marriage. Weddings are expensive. I'm not stupid. But it wasn't about the money. It was about us. About whether he actually saw a future with me. And maybe, deep down, the answer was already obvious.

I've spent my whole fucking life studying, climbing, pushing myself forward. Got my master's degree, worked my ass off, did everything right. And still, no one takes me seriously. No one values my opinion. Maybe chasing a PhD would finally make my thoughts matter.

Helena rambles on, her words spilling out like the music blaring from the club we're heading toward. The Gallows is the kind of place you go when you're not sure if you want to party, cry, or disappear entirely.

Half-underground like a crypt, it pulses with bass-heavy music all weekend long. Sounds that shake your ribs and your will to live. During the week it pretends to be chill, serving bitter coffee to hungover regulars and aspiring philosophers who peaked in high school. The bitterness isn't just in the coffee, by the way. It's in the air, the staff, and probably the walls.

Tonight's theme? BDSM-inspired EDM night. Which sounds intense, but nothing overtly sexual is happening inside. At least, not anything that's on the schedule. Whatever goes down in the alley out back is officially not the club's problem.

Red lights bleed out from the narrow, probably-not-up-to-code windows that look like they haven't opened since Yugoslavia broke up.

The air inside is thick, stinking of sweat, smoke, and regret. Breathing it feels like a questionable life choice. The music's loud enough to drown out your thoughts, which, honestly, is half the appeal. Then there's people-watching: leather, latex, glitter, and trauma bonding under strobe lights.

It's not heaven. But it sure as hell isn't boring.

Helena wants to get drunk, high, and let someone take her home. A quick escape, no strings attached.

I want that, too. To feel free, even if it's just for one night. But I'm in a relationship. No adventures for me, I guess.

I'm tired of this.

Tired of the quiet unhappiness I've swallowed for so long, tired of staying with him when all I feel is suffocation. The same promise plays on repeat: just leave. But the steps never come. Hard to walk away when there's nowhere else to go.

He owns everything in this life that keeps me in place.

Even if we break up, my mom's place is off limits. It's too far from work, and I don't have a car. Can't crash at my sister's, either. Her apartment is small, and she just had a kid. Lara's drowning in her own life, too busy to take me in.

Helena would take me in, no questions asked. But that would make me a burden, and letting her carry that isn't an option. Weakness can't win right now.

Is it pride that's keeping me or the leftover feelings still having their claws in me? Being alone is terrifying, but being stuck is its own kind of fear. I want him to want me, not just love me.

I want more than this. More than just being something familiar, something that's always been there.

Sometimes love just isn't fucking enough.
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♫ One True God & Cxssidy – Empty ♫

We've been dancing for hours and my feet ache with every beat. The electronic dance music is so loud it's vibrating straight through my bones, making me deaf to everything else.

I've had a lot to drink and that one shot of tequila was definitely overkill. My stomach churns, the room's spinning. I'm teetering on the edge of too much, but it feels good, at least for now.

The Gallows has an all-black dress code. You can't get in if you're not dressed accordingly, but that's never been an issue for me. My whole closet is basically shades of black. I blend right in.

The crowd around me is a churning sea of dark silhouettes, all sweat and shadow, some faces hidden behind masks—gas masks, animal masks, the occasional I-ordered-this-off-a-weird-website-at-3AM type. I spot the DJ through the haze and pulsing strobes. He's wearing a skull mask, fangs bared, devil horns curling up like he's auditioning to DJ the apocalypse. It's hot.

I didn't even bother checking who was playing tonight. Helena said it was some big-name DJ called Nero. The glowing, all-caps name screaming above the booth is a dead giveaway.

Famous or not, he's good. Really good. The music's filthy in the best way, the kind that makes your spine hum. The visuals are all smoke, seduction, and sin. It's sultry and just nasty enough to feel like you're in trouble. I like it.

His face is hidden behind the mask, but those broad shoulders in that loose black tank top? Yeah, the biceps are doing something to me. Dark tattoos snake from his neck down his arms, curling around his fingers. They know exactly what they're doing.

I'm staring, but honestly? Who cares.

This place is packed tight. We're basically human sardines marinated in sweat and overpriced cologne. It's dark. I can ogle all I want and no one's noticing.

Turning to tell Helena, because she'd absolutely get it, ends up pointless. She's already tangled up in some guy's arms, eyes half-lidded, swaying like she's been possessed by the bass.

I'm on my own in this fever dream. Fuck it.

My eyes roll and I keep moving. Enjoyment doesn't hinge on her. The music, crowd, and rhythm are enough.

The low bass brings my heart to life, vibrations flooding through my chest. The louder, the better. Let it drown everything else out—the world, the thoughts, the insecurities.

Silence the noise inside.

A hand brushes the small of my back. It's happening. My pulse spikes. Someone actually touched me. Me.

There's a spark of hope. Maybe tonight is the night I'll feel seen, wanted, anything. I'm not Helena, with her slim, sporty frame, long blonde hair, and full lips. She's gorgeous. I'm not. Who would want to touch me?

Spinning around, I hope it's someone I'd actually want to dance with. Man, woman, doesn't matter—just someone who'll make me feel alive for a moment.

But the second their face comes into focus, my heart drops. Disappointment hits so hard it's practically visible, and the guy clearly sees it. His expression shifts, eyes going wide with uncertainty before he stumbles back and walks away.

An older, balding, wrinkly man. Really? That's the type I'm attractive to?

My stomach twists, bile rising in my throat. I have to get out of here. A beeline to the bathroom follows, the floor tilting under my feet as the whole world spins in reverse.

There's no stopping until the bathroom door shuts behind me, leaving only cold walls and the sound of my own ragged breathing. Vomit threatens, my body revolting against everything. Against him. Against me. Against my entire fucking life.

I barf into the toilet, the taste of tequila sour on my tongue. Didn't bother waiting in line at the women's bathroom. The nearest stall in the men's was close enough. My stomach empties, and I pull the lever to flush. It should've been more of a release, but all it does is make everything feel heavier.

Sitting on the floor, the cold, wet tiles press against my ass. The ceiling gets my attention next. It's almost as filthy as the floor, but somehow, not as bad as the women's stalls. The thought makes me laugh bitterly. Fucking pigs.

My head tips back against the wall, letting me sink into the mess. Caring feels impossible. The alcohol is wearing me thin, attacking my sanity with every pulse of the bass.

And then the tears come.

Drops slip silently down my cheeks, too quiet to make a sound. Loud crying has never been my style. Public breakdowns aren't, either. I usually wait until he's asleep, then hide in the bathroom for my nightly sob fest not wanting to bother him. He wakes up early, and my crying sessions would only make things harder for him.

Curled up in a ball, knees pulled tight to my chest, my teeth sink onto my wrist. It's just enough to feel the sharp edge of the pain. It distracts me, makes my chest hurt less for a second.

What's wrong with me? I know I'm loved. I know I'm cared for. Why do I need more? Why can't it ever just be enough?

I should get my greedy ass back home. I don't belong here, not like this. Helena's probably already back at that guy's place, fucking, and I don't blame her.

Should probably check my phone.

No messages. That's fine.

He knows I'm at the club. Going out isn't a regular thing anyway, and jealousy never seems to cross his mind.

Maybe he's given up, too.

Dinner never happened tonight. No wonder the alcohol is wrecking my stomach. Why do I never eat anything before drinking? Why do I even drink at all? It doesn't make me feel better, doesn't help me forget. If anything, it just makes everything worse. But why? Is it because I'm supposed to, because it's expected in a world that's obsessed with social standards?

Time to get up.

But my body feels so heavy, like it's weighed down with bricks. Heavy and disgusting. I can't even breathe properly because of the damn corset. Suddenly the sense of being trapped hits hard. Not just physically, but inside my own head.

Memory flickers. The last time we had sex, drunken courage was the only fuel I had. Somehow he went along with it. Usually he's not in the mood or too tired. I tell myself it's stress from work. He just got promoted, after all.

But my broken, aching heart stomps all over that logic. It whispers the truth I'm too scared to face.

It's you. You're not sexy enough. He's tired of you. He doesn't need you.

I bury my face in my knees, the tears coming harder now, my breath ragged, choked.

"Stop thinking. Stop thinking. Stop thinking..."

The words repeat over and over, barely a whisper. Maybe saying them enough will quiet the noise in my head, keep the thoughts from tearing me apart.

I slap my cheek hard, the sting shocking me into focus. It hurts, but it pulls me out of the fog. A deep breath follows, and slowly, the rise from the floor begins, every muscle aching in protest. Legs wobble as the dress gets smoothed out as best as possible, the fabric still damp and clinging to my thighs from the filthy tiles.

Stepping out of the stall comes next, mind hazy, feet carrying me toward the sink.

As I wash my hands, guys pass behind me, none of them even sparing a glance. I stand there, in the men's bathroom, in a dress that doesn't even matter, and wonder how much lower I can sink. I'm a woman, but right now, I feel less than that.

Some girls hate the attention, and I get that. Unwanted attention is exhausting, invasive. But when you've been starved, neglected for so long, even the smallest glance feels like a drop of water in a desert.

I try to fix my makeup, but end up just smearing streaks of mascara across my cheeks. Looking at myself becomes impossible. The face that's supposed to reflect something beautiful just feels like a mask now.

Sure, I have a cute face—I'm not blind or stupid. That's how a boyfriend happened in the first place. He thought I was cute, and maybe that was enough. Maybe it was all there ever was.

And he's good-looking, too. I'm still attracted to him. His short dark hair that falls perfectly across his forehead, his deep brown eyes that have this innocence to them, still believing in something. He's older than me, but if you looked just at our eyes, you'd think he was younger.

Then there's me. I've seen too much. My eyes are tired, worn-out, and disappointed. Hazel irises, once vibrant, now look almost dull. Deep-set with dark circles that have become a permanent feature, tattooed onto my face by sleepless nights and endless worry.

Maybe that's what's pushing him away. Killing whatever we had. I'm soulless now, aren't I? That's what he sees when he looks at me. No spark. No light. Just darkness and weight, and maybe that's all I'll ever be now.

A mask would have been a good idea. One resembling the DJ's. A devilish one, something sinister that would reflect the mess inside me. His mask is menacing, and I can't help but love it.

It fits perfectly with his muscular frame, tall and dominating. He's everything I'm not, and somehow, it makes him irresistible.

I'm fantasizing again. My man's handsome, but he's no gym-goer. He's more... real, I guess. Like me. And I don't care. I love him just the way he is.

Did I say love? A soft chuckle slips out at the thought as the mirror stares back. Honestly, the whole scene looks unhinged.

Leaning against the opposite wall, my eyes still locked on the reflection. I can't look away. Wish I could. Every detail staring back begs to be erased. I'm disgusted by myself. The way I'm falling apart, my heart slowly withering away.

I should've jumped that day.

"Are you okay?"

A man's voice cuts through the spiral. My head turns to the side, meeting his gaze with eyes that are nothing but dead weight.

I don't answer. Why would I? He'll go away. They always do. Why would a pretty face like that ever care about a mug like mine?
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It's a long night, and I'm running on fumes. Haven't slept in two days, and it's starting to feel like my soul is trying to crawl out through my eyeballs. The music's pounding, the crowd's a blur of limbs and leather, and I'm over it. But hey—this is the glamorous life I signed up for. Living the dream, right?

♫ Sickick – Infected ♫

Sweat pools under my mask, clinging like a damp paper towel from grandma's purse. My face feels disgusting, desperate for a wash before it melts into a puddle of regret and energy drinks.

Ditching the mask behind the booth, I ghost my way through the crowd—half for escape, half for the hope of five goddamn minutes of silence. Or at least the illusion of it.

Aiming for a simple, human bathroom break somehow ends with leaning against the grimy men's-room doorframe, staring at a girl crying like it's her full-time job.

What the hell is she doing in here?

A quick glance outside the door answers that: the women's line stretches all the way to the ninth circle of hell. Fair enough.

She doesn't say anything. Just stands there, mascara smeared, eyes glassy. Too drunk to talk or maybe just done with talking altogether. I ask if she's okay—more out of reflex than anything—and get silence in return. Cool.

Shruging it off, I head to the sink. Cold water, cracked mirror, fluorescent lighting that hates everyone equally. I splash my face.

Could be worse. At least no one's puking. Yet.

But when I look back up, she's staring at the ceiling. The way her eyes are fixed, vacant, it unnerves me. I've seen that look before.

"You should get home if you're feeling down," I say, trying to sound casual while drying my face with a paper towel. I don't want to get involved, but something about her energy ticks me off.

She huffs, still not moving, still just staring. A guy walks past, but my gaze stays on her reflection in the mirror.

"I'm gonna cheat on my boyfriend tonight," she says, her voice too steady for how drunk she looks, her lips curving into a smile that doesn't match the sadness in her eyes.

That's the last thing I expected to hear. She's probably way too drunk to even think straight, but the words hang in the air, and I can't ignore them.

Turning to face her, my brows furrow. "And why would you do that?" I ask, voice a little softer than I mean it to be.

"He hasn't fucked me in two months," she says bluntly. The answer catches me off guard even more than the previous one.

The guy peeing at the urinal laughs loudly, probably too drunk to realize how inappropriate he sounds. "What sad fuck would refuse pussy?"

Can't say I don't agree with him, but who the fuck asked for his opinion?

Her eyes flick to him, and like clockwork, he takes the bait. The fucker turns around and struts over. "I could make your wishes come true, baby," he says, getting way too close.

She doesn't flinch. Just smiles that lazy smile and lets him touch her waist. He hasn't even washed his hands yet. Disgusting.

Standing there like some decorative plant isn't an option. I grab his wrist and yank him back with a force that surprises even me. "Get the fuck out, or you'll lose that hand."

The words come out colder than intended, slicing through the air before there's any chance to soften them. And for one brief, ugly moment, the feeling is... satisfying.

He stumbles back, wide-eyed, and bolts. Smart. I'm a head taller and built like I lift more than just existential dread.

She's staring at me as if I just knocked her drink out of her hand. "Thanks," she says, all sarcasm and bite. "You just blew my chance of getting some."

What's her deal?

Could be the alcohol, or maybe it's just her, but there's something more going on than a girl who wants to drown her feelings in random encounters. She's pissed, but not about what just happened. Maybe it's because I stopped her from whatever train wreck she was aiming for.

Crossing my arms, I try to gauge the layers of anger and disappointment wrapped up in that expression. "You should be thanking me," I say flatly, not sure why I care enough to keep talking.

She laughs, the sound almost wicked, laced with something bitter and self-destructive. "Thank you, oh great knight of morality. How dare I want to have sex with a random guy from a club's shitter?"

Taking a deep breath, I keep my anger in check. It's not my problem, and yet, for some reason, it feels like it is. "Do you have any friends with you?" I ask, hoping to hand her off to someone before she gets herself into a worse situation.

She shrugs, eyes dull. "The only friend I have is getting fucked by someone she just met," she says, then adds, almost resentfully, "and I'm not."

A few more guys stumble into the bathroom, loud and drunk. I can't keep standing in this piss-scented hellhole, and definitely can't leave her here.

"Come here," I say, grabbing her hand before she can protest.

She doesn't resist. She just follows, letting me lead her all the way out the back door of the club. I only get away with it because I have access to the staff areas, but she doesn't ask any questions. Just walks behind me, not caring where I'm taking her.

Cold air slaps us the moment we step outside. The sound of traffic behind the club mixing with the music coming from inside. She shivers but doesn't pull away from my grip. I let go anyway.

Something tells me she's the type to just let things happen to her, with no real instinct for self-preservation. It's unsettling.

"Give me your phone," I say, more command than request.

She hands it over. No hesitation, no questions. Giving it to a sweaty stranger she met in a bathroom five minutes ago. I stare at the thing, slightly stunned. Either she's painfully reckless or so far gone she genuinely doesn't care what happens to her anymore.

Could be both.

I swipe up, waiting for the passcode screen—nope. It's already unlocked. Wide open. Just like that.

Stupid or a psychopath. I haven't decided yet.

My thumb swipes through her contacts, ready to find whoever she's with and make them come collect her. But the list? It's all full names. First and last. No "Babe," no "My Love," not anything remotely affectionate. Just rows of government-name entries as though I accidentally opened HR's internal database.

Who the hell keeps their contacts as a corporate directory?

She's a psycho.

I glance back at her. She's watching me with this unreadable expression—bored, amused, maybe a little dead inside.

"What?" she says, one eyebrow cocked. "Looking for my handler or something?"

"What's your man's name?" I ask, my patience already wearing thin. She throws her head to the side dramatically with a loud hmph, like some bratty anime character. A slow exhale slips out, fingers tightening around the phone.

I want to strangle her. But she's too cute to be dead this young. Another deep breath grounds me. "You won't tell me," I say, more of a statement than a question.

She snatches her phone from my hand and shoves it into the pocket of her black dress. So she does have some fight in her after all. A gust of cold wind lifts her chestnut hair across her face, sending a shiver down her spine.

"Do you have a jacket?" I ask.

She shakes her head. Of course not. It's spring, but the night air is far from warm, and she's out here in just that flimsy dress. She must live nearby if she thought this outfit was enough.

"Just let me walk you home," I offer, keeping my voice level—trying to be the responsible one, the sane one. Whatever that even means at this hour. It would be pitch-black outside if not for the club's lights. The streetlights barely bother to try.

"No," she snaps, eyes flashing.

There it is: drunken defiance. She's not tired. Not done. She's wired and fireproof, at least in her own head. Consequences don't exist tonight.

I don't have the patience for this. Not tonight. Not when my brain feels as if it's running on static and spite.

"Take me home," she says suddenly. A queen issuing orders.

"I'm trying," I shoot back, a little sharper than intended. The anger isn't for her. It's for me, because my eyes keep drifting to her legs. The lingering club light kissing the curve of her thighs, even out here in the shitty streetlight.

"To your home," she clarifies, cool and direct, changing the rules of the game without blinking.

A dry laugh escapes me, scoffing more at the absurdity of the moment than anything. She's serious. She's really asking for it tonight.

"You said you have a boyfriend," I say. Not the question I actually want to ask.

"I do," she replies, her voice softer now, slurred at the edges. She wraps her arms around herself, suddenly remembering the cold. "But he doesn't care."

I don't know what to say to that.

The mood shifts. A slow, quiet crack in the surface. It hits harder than it should. Because now I'm not just looking at a drunk girl with great legs and bad ideas. I'm looking at someone who's lonely in a way you only get when you're with the wrong person for way too long.

And against all common sense, logic, and self-preservation, I'm starting to care.

Before I can think of anything, a few of my colleagues walk past, probably heading back in from a smoke break. We exchange nods. Great. Now people have seen me with a girl. That's all I need—drama.

"I'm not taking you with me," I say, voice low and final. No room for argument, no soft landing.

"Fine," she mutters, then turns on her heel like this is some dramatic exit scene in her personal indie film. Except she walks straight into the goddamn street.

"Shit!" I lunge after her, yanking her back by her arm just as a car blurs past, horn screaming, tires hissing on asphalt. My heart's pounding in my throat, the sound louder than the beat still hammering out of the club.

I spin her around, face to face. "Are you insane?!"

She just stares at me. Not angry. Not scared. Not anything. Blank. That kind of emptiness that doesn't scream—it whispers. And somehow, that's worse.

"Yes," she says flatly, like we didn't just dodge a potential suicide.

I step back, still gripping her arm. Her skin is ice beneath my fingers even through the thin sleeve, goosebumps rising across her bare flesh, yet she doesn't shiver. Doesn't flinch. Doesn't even seem to notice I'm still holding her.

It hits me then—not all at once, but in a slow, sinking way—as if I'm watching someone drown from the shore. She doesn't care.

Not about the car. Not about me. Not about herself.

"Have you just... given up?" I ask, quieter now. Not accusing. Just trying to understand whatever the hell this is.

She blinks slowly, head tilting, deciding whether to lie or make it awkward. "Yeah," she says. "Think so."

There's no drama in it. No tears. Just fact.

And for a second, I forget to breathe. Because this feeling is familiar. She isn't someone at the end of her rope. She's someone who let go of it a long time ago.

Her head tilts again, eyes locking onto mine, dull but focused now. Trying to figure out whether I'm human or just another hollow body passing through. "Are you gonna fuck me or not?"

A blink. What the actual fuck?

The words hit like a slap I never saw coming. They echo in my skull. She says it like she's offering gum or asking for a lighter. No weight or shame. Just... emptiness dressed up as sex.

I stare at her, stunned. Don't even know what I'm feeling: disgust, fury, heartbreak, something uglier. But underneath it all, a single, infuriating question needles into my ribs:

Why do I care this much?

"If not, then leave me alone," she snaps, ripping her arm from my grip. Her voice is sharp, meant to cut, and it does. She turns again, that same reckless stride, a woman seeming to beg for someone to let her disappear.

But I can't. I won't.

Not after everything that just happened: the street, the venom, the trembling buried underneath it.

I grab her arm firmer this time. She snarls, "Let me go," and twists, but my hold doesn't loosen.

"I'm taking you with me," I say. No thought or plan. Just instinct clawing its way out of whatever's left of my empathy.

She stops. Still as stone, breath caught in her throat. Hazel eyes lock onto mine, but this time, they're alive. They shine.

Something stirs behind them. Curiosity. Shock. Maybe even hope, if you squint through the damage.

This is so fucked up. So unbelievably fucked up.

But all I can think about is her eyes. How the brown near the center melts into green, rimmed in near-black like cracked glass. They'd be breathtaking if they weren't red from crying, if there weren't black streaks running down her cheeks. A mask melting off.

And that's what gets me.

Not the mascara. The why behind it.

What kind of asshole lets her cry alone in a club bathroom? What kind of bastard hears her voice and doesn't stop everything to listen?

She almost got herself killed and he's not here. Not calling. Not looking. Not caring.

That pisses me off more than anything else.

For all her fire and mess and venom, she still deserves better than that.
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I fucked up. And I fucked up real bad.

Bailed mid-set. No warning, no transition, just silence and flashing lights as I shoved through the crowd. There's a backup DJ, but the club's manager is probably fuming. There goes my paycheck. Maybe even the residency. Whatever. I don't need this anyway.

When I step back outside, she's still there.

Still hasn't moved. Standing on the sidewalk like a painting someone forgot to hang up. The black dress clings to her curves in the cold breeze, hem dancing around her thighs. Hair, dark and wild, moves like smoke around her face. She's a goddamn ghost. And not the spooky kind, the tragic kind. A cursed thing wrapped in grunge and trauma.

Heart still hammering, I walk up and slip off my jacket, draping it over her shoulders.

She flinches slightly, as if contact is something she wasn't expecting. Like kindness is a language she doesn't speak anymore. She blinks up at me, confused. Almost suspicious. When was the last time someone did this for her?

"Why's your dress wet?" I ask, aiming for nonchalant, but my voice comes out lower, rougher—because I do care. More than I should.

"I sat on the floor," she tosses the words out with the casualness of someone who treats bathroom stalls, concrete sidewalks, and every quiet corner she's crawled into as acceptable resting places.

She's still staring at the jacket. Maybe if she touches it too long, it'll vanish. Or worse, she'll get used to it. I let out a sharp exhale and rub my eyes, dragging my hand down my face. My jaw itches—stress or stubble or something heavier.

When I look at her again, she's watching me, studying my face, trying to guess which part of me will be the first letdown.

"Do you always ruin your life this fast?" she asks, not unkindly. Just curious.

A snort escapes me. "Only on the weekends."

She almost smiles. Almost.

"This way," I clear my throat then jerk my chin toward the lot. She follows without hesitation. No questions, no comments—just the sound of her boots against pavement and the whisper of that damn dress. She's already made peace with wherever this road ends, even if it's a ditch.

We slide into my BMW. As soon as she settles in, she makes herself comfortable. Legs stretched out, back reclining, head tipping lazily toward the window. The hem of her dress rides up, showing off way too much thigh.

Don't look. Don't fucking look, Murphy.

I grip the wheel hard, knuckles white, and keep my eyes dead ahead. But she's already poking around the interior with a smile that's way too soft for someone who nearly got flattened by a Toyota fifteen minutes ago.

"I've never been in a fancy car like this," she murmurs, fingers ghosting across the dash, trying to feel its heartbeat. Her voice is different now. Softer. Not slurred or sarcastic, just... honest. It punches me in the chest harder than her earlier death wish ever could.

I don't answer right away. Just start the engine, the low growl of it vibrating through the seat. My grip on the wheel tightens while I try to focus. Try to remember myself and why I thought this was a good idea.

"It's not that fancy," I mutter.

BOOM. The bass slams through the speakers like a fist to the ribs. I forgot the music was still cranked. Some hard trap drops heavy, shaking the windows.

"Shit," I hiss, scrambling to turn it down. But before I can even fix it, her hand's already on the dial. She turns it back up.

"Don't," her voice clear, confident, cutting right through the bass drop. "I like it."

Then, without missing a goddamn beat, she starts rapping along. Off-beat. Slightly slurred but unapologetically committed.

She's not even looking at me—just vibing, eyes half-lidded, head bobbing like this is her therapy session and the subwoofer is her shrink.

I glance over, jaw slack.

She doesn't care. Not what I think or how she sounds. Not how unhinged this entire night has become. She's just... in it.

And I don't know if I should laugh, scream, or fall in love with whatever this chaos is.

♫ KNOX – Look at me now ♫

I glance at her as I turn onto the street, the glow of passing headlights slicing across her face in flashes—one second illuminated, the next in shadow, her features appearing in a flickering film reel.

She's mouthing the lyrics with such ease, lips moving in time with every explicit line as if it's a bedtime story she's heard a hundred times. She's totally lost in it, completely at home in this mess of bass and speed. And goddamn if she doesn't look... innocent.

Which is insane.

Because nothing about her is. She's chaos in black boots. But there's something in the way she's curled into the seat, humming softly. A small moment that hints at trust, however fragile. For now, her mind isn't on walking into traffic or begging a stranger to ruin her. It's almost... adorable.

Shit. What the hell am I thinking?

I just met her. I've taken girls home before. Even had sex in this very car, with a girl whose name still eludes me.

But this? This isn't that. This feels... loaded.

She's not just reckless and pretty. She's got that quiet, simmering madness. Someone who smiles while holding the matchbook and asks if you want to watch the world burn.

"So," she says suddenly, voice smooth under the pounding music. I tense before she even finishes the sentence. "You said you won't fuck me."

My eyes flick to her. She's watching me now, head tilted slightly, trying to figure out what flavor of idiot I am. "Why are you taking me with you?"

I grip the wheel tighter again, knuckles straining. I wish I had a reason. A real one. A sane one. But I don't.

She lets the silence stretch before speaking again, her tone light. "Are you gonna drive me somewhere deserted, chase me through the woods, and kill me?"

My head jerks toward her, eyes wide. "What the fuck kind of movies do you watch?"

She shrugs, unbothered. "I read a lot of smut."

That pulls a laugh out of me. Actual laughter, sharp and stunned, sliding out before I can stop it. I shake my head, grinning despite myself. "So you'd like that to happen?"

She meets my gaze. The corner of her mouth curves upward, subtle and chilling. "Maybe."

Jesus.

She's terrifying. And I think I like it.

"Then I have to apologize for getting your hopes up. I'm not into chasing someone through the woods. I might look fit, but I'm no runner."

She lets out a low chuckle. "Me neither. That'd be a short chase and a quick kill." There's a smile on her lips, but it doesn't quite reach her eyes. She leans back, head tilted toward the window, fingers drumming against her thigh in a rhythm too calm for someone who just joked about her own hypothetical murder.

"Isn't the bad guy supposed to fall for the girl?" I ask, only half-joking.

"Not always. Especially not a girl like me." Her tone shifts, as if she tripped and didn't bother catching herself. Bitter and detached.

I glance over, brows furrowed. She has a boyfriend. So why the hell is she talking like someone who's been kicked out of every fairytale before the plot even starts?

"You do know those guys in books are fictional, right?" I say. "And usually written by women?"

She exhales softly, fogging up the glass just enough for her to draw something invisible on it with her fingertip. "I know." A pause. "A serial killer or a stalker wouldn't even look at me."

That one hits like a sucker punch. Laid out on the table like being forgettable to monsters is some kind of life sentence.

My grip on the wheel tightens, double again. My jaw locks up. What the fuck is her deal?

She talks as though she's background noise. Meanwhile I can't go a minute without glancing at her, wondering what other reckless, fucked-up, beautiful shit she's going to say next.

I've got a problem.

"What's your deal?" I snap, voice edged with something sharp and uninvited. "You're stunning, and yet you talk like you're not worth looking at."

She laughs, but it's not real. It's hollow. A sound you make when something hurts so much, it doesn't even sting anymore.

"You said yourself you wouldn't fuck me," she smiles with her teeth but not her eyes. "Not even my boyfriend wants to."

That shuts me up.

She says it like a fucking punchline.

Something ugly stirs in my gut. Not pity. Rage.

"What kind of prick are you dating if he's neglecting you?" I ask, louder than I meant to. I don't know her or her story. I don't even—Wait.

"I didn't ask your name," I mutter.

She traces one more invisible circle on the window before answering, soft. "Kaya."

"Kaya," I repeat. It fits. Like rain at night. Or bruises under makeup. Something delicate pretending it's not.

"I'm Alex."

She doesn't say anything. Just turns her head toward me with a look that's unreadable—halfway between curiosity and exhaustion. And for some stupid reason, I want to earn her trust.

Or ruin her life. I'm not sure which.
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Kaya
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We pull up in front of a sleek, towering apartment building. One of those high-rises that screams you're too broke to even stand outside this long. Glass panels, glowing lights, a lobby that probably smells like imported orchids and generational wealth. I stare up at it, ready to be eaten alive by capitalism.

"You live here?" I ask, head tilted back, the building disappearing into the sky.

"Yeah," he says completely unfazed, even though he just parked a BMW the way someone would treat a beat-up Honda, right in front of a place where the valet makes more bank than I do.

He slides out of the car and walks around to open my door. Gentleman or control freak—haven't decided yet. I step out, wobbling just slightly, and follow him toward the entrance like some stray he picked up.

I didn't think this far ahead. Actually, I didn't think at all. The tequila's wearing off, and now sobriety's knocking—loud, mean, and with receipts.

Why did I come with him?

Some part of me just wanted to see if I could. If someone like him—hot, tall, built like sin and with a bank account to match—would actually take me home.

Spoiler: he did.

Inside, the lobby is pure money. Marble floors, gold accents, some bored doorman who barely glances at me thinking: ah, yes, another one. I wonder if there's a lost-and-found box upstairs labeled "Dignity".

The elevator ride is too quiet, except for the gentle hum of soft music playing in the background, because of course rich people get elevator jazz. I catch our reflection in the mirror. He looks like a damn Calvin Klein ad. I look like the ad for what happens after the party. Well... it is after the party. Mascara smudged, hair a mess, dress halfway to scandal.

I clutch his jacket tighter around me. It's fucking Hermès.

The elevator dings. We step into a hallway. Smells of linen and silence. The carpet's too soft. The lights are too warm. I feel like I'm trespassing in a Netflix show I can't afford to watch.

He unlocks the door with a little beep, pushes it open and then I'm inside. Modern. Minimalist. Industrial. Black and gray and chrome, all sleek surfaces and sharp corners. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the city, lights blinking a thousand tiny regrets. There's a bottle of Macallan on the counter, a record player, a leather couch that costs more than my rent.

It's beautiful. It's terrifying.

This whole area is new—built just two years ago. Everything is spotless, modern, untouched. Not like where I live.

My apartment is old, cramped. It has barely enough space for two people to move around without bumping into each other. We couldn't afford anything better. I've always worked part-time jobs, scraping together just enough to cover my half, while pouring most of my time into studying.

He's always supported me—covered what I couldn't, never complained, never asked for anything in return.

And now I'm here. With someone else.

I swallow the stone in my throat, guilt twisting in my stomach. I'm an asshole. A selfish, reckless, ungrateful piece of shit.

"You're in your head again, huh?" Alex's voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts, snapping me back to the present. I glance up at him, cheeks burning when I realize he's watching me.

Why is he so tall?

I shake my head quickly, unwilling to answer or to let him see how deep I'd gone into my own mess.

He sighs, already used to me being difficult.

I look around, still trying to process the whole thing. Two stories. He has a two-story apartment.

My broke ass has no business being here.

It's almost impossible not to gape at the modern, open-concept space. Everything's stylish, but it doesn't feel cold or detached—unlike the sterile penthouses in movies that feel like they were built to never be lived in. This place has warmth to it. It smells faintly of cologne and something fresh. Citrus. Like money, but in a more... comfortable, lived-in way.

I have to get out of here.

"You want a drink?" His voice startles me from my trance. I blink, turning my attention back to him.

"A drink?" I repeat, dumbly.

"By drink, I mean water or orange juice," he clarifies, standing in front of the open fridge. He pulls out a Tupperware container. Leftovers? So, not the type of rich guy who only orders takeout. Interesting.

I hesitate, still feeling out of place, as if any minute now I'm going to wake up in my shitty little apartment, hungover and embarrassed. "I'll take the juice, please."

He nods, setting the food in the microwave before pouring two glasses of orange juice. As he does, I shrug off his jacket, suddenly hyper-aware of how warm it had been around me, and drape it carefully over the back of a barstool. I watch him move around his kitchen like this is just another ordinary night for him. But nothing about this is ordinary.

He hands me the glass, and I drink. The cold citrus rushes down my throat, washing away the lingering burn of tequila and the bitterness clinging to my thoughts.

As I lower the glass, I exhale, catching him watching me. He's leaned against the counter—arms crossed, eyes narrowed, a lazy smirk curling at the corner of his mouth.

"What?" I rasp, my voice hoarse from practically deep-throating the juice.

"Thirsty?" His smirk widens, dimples appear, ocean-blue eyes gleaming with amusement.

I roll my eyes, placing the glass down with dramatic flair. "Obviously."

He chuckles—low and smug—as he opens the microwave and pulls out the leftovers. The scent of garlic and something cheesy punches me in the face. A warm culinary hug. My stomach growls, loud enough to shame me in front of god and capitalism.

"You hungry?" he asks, peeling the lid back, fully catching the way I'm mentally drooling all over the pasta.

"No," I lie, clearly and confidently. A beat later, my stomach lets out another traitorous growl that could summon demons.

He raises a single brow. "Right. And I'm the pope." He forks into the pasta and slides the container toward me like this is some mafia negotiation. "Eat."

I hesitate. I shouldn't be here in the first place and definitely shouldn't be letting some random hot guy feed me carbs and citrus as though I'm not already swimming in guilt and delusion. But I'm starving. And tired. And the food smells like it was cooked by someone who gives a damn.

I sigh, pick up the fork, and dig in.

"Good girl," he murmurs, turning to grab his own juice and fork, unfazed by the way two words just short-circuited my entire nervous system. The bite stalls halfway to my mouth, heat crawling up my neck. A glare follows, sharp enough to curdle milk.

He just grins, amused. Bastard.

But I keep eating.

He sits next to me on a barstool, casually digging into the pasta like this is a normal Friday night and not some twisted indie film with bad decisions and worse boundaries. Who eats from the same container with a stranger?

Alex does, apparently.

And somehow... it's kind of nice. In a this could end with someone dead or in bed kind of way.

"So, tell me about your boyfriend," he says, shoveling another forkful of food into his mouth.

I freeze mid-chew, staring at him. "Do you usually flirt with girls by bringing up their boyfriends?"

He chuckles, shaking his head. "I'm not flirting with you. I just want to know what he did to make you walk into traffic."

My appetite disappears. Hand goes slack, and I place my fork onto the edge of the container with a soft clink.

Alex notices. "Is something wrong with the food?" he asks, eyebrows slightly raised.

"No," I say, inhaling deeply before exhaling through my nose. "The pasta is actually delicious."

"Good," he mutters, taking another bite.

I need to change the subject—quick. "Do you usually take leftovers from restaurants?" I ask, feigning curiosity.

He gives me a look. One that tells me he sees exactly what I'm doing but decides to play along anyway. "I'll take that as a compliment since I made it," he says, smirking.

My head snaps toward him. "Wait. Repeat that."

"Since I made it," he repeats, slow and deliberate.

I blink at him.

He looks like a snack and he makes snacks too?

Damn.

"You made this?" I ask, staring at him like he just told me he discovered time travel.

Alex smirks, chewing slowly before swallowing. "Yeah, I cook. You sound surprised."

"I am surprised," I admit. "Guys who look like you usually live off protein shakes and takeout."

He laughs at that. "I like food too much to eat that way. And I don't live in a gym, you know."

I narrow my eyes at him. "You definitely look like you do."

He shrugs, a glint of amusement in his eyes. "Good genetics, I guess."

A scoff breaks the moment before the fork rises again, comfort settling in far too easily, a feeling that shouldn't belong to two people who barely know each other. It's weird. He's weird.

But then his expression shifts, remembering why he asked about my boyfriend in the first place. "You didn't answer my question."

My stomach tightens, the taste of pasta suddenly not as comforting. "What question?" I play dumb, stabbing at a piece of penne. Why feed me if you won't let me eat?

"What he did," Alex says, leveling me with a look. "To make you want to walk into traffic."

My appetite vanishes completely. "Nothing," I say, but my voice is flat. Emotionless.

He leans forward, resting his forearm on the black marble counter. "Bullshit."

I glare at him. "Why do you care?"

Alex studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. "Because I saw your face when you said he doesn't care about you. And I saw how you walked into the street like it didn't matter if you made it to the other side." His voice is lower now, quieter. "So either you tell me what happened, or I'll make some assumptions you won't enjoy."

A sharp exhale slips out, eyes drifting away. The tequila haze has faded, but the weight in my chest is already settling back in.

Telling him would change anything.

"Or is it about what he didn't do?" Alex asks, catching me off guard.

The look I give him must say everything, confusion flickering through me. Why is he so interested? He has to be even crazier than me—bringing a drunk girl to his place, feeding her, and now playing therapist.

He hasn't fucked me in two months.

The sentence echoes in my mind, making my stomach twist with embarrassment. What the hell is wrong with me? I was, or maybe still am, a little drunk, but saying something like that out loud? It's low—even for me.

"Kaya." His voice slices through my mental static. Not sharp enough to kill the spiral, but just enough to make it bleed.

"Yeah?" I look up, meeting his eyes again. Stupid, calm, ocean-colored eyes that haven't stopped staring at me as though I'm a riddle he's already halfway solved.

"Did you talk to him about it?"

I hate that question.

It's worse than the sound of my own voice on recordings. Worse than the weight I carry in my stomach—guilt, food, shame, take your pick.

"Yes," the answer snaps out. Because the talking happened. Every raw piece of me got spilled out on the table like a dissected frog, waiting for him to flinch.

He didn't. Nothing changed.

If a man doesn't understand after multiple sobbing breakdowns, deep conversations, and one half-assed attempt at therapy, then congratulations: he's either deaf, or he just doesn't give a shit. And either way, I'm exhausted.

Alex doesn't push. Just exhales through his nose and nudges the pasta closer as if I'm some emotionally unstable raccoon he's trying to coax into eating.

Then he gets up, drops his fork in the stainless sink with a soft clink, and says, "Eat up. You look starved."

A snort nearly slips out. “Do you need glasses?” I gesture toward myself, one eyebrow cocked. “I'm built like an emotional support pillow, and somehow look starved to you?”

He just sighs, brushing off my sarcasm. "Your face is pale. Eat and don't forget your juice." His tone is calm but firm—nurse-meets-bouncer. Then he turns and disappears down the hall, probably to the bathroom. Or to call the cops on the unstable woman eating pasta in his kitchen.

I glare at the space he left behind. Who the hell does he think he is, telling me what to do as if we're in some sitcom with morals?

Still... I eat the pasta.

Not because he told me to, obviously. I'm not that easy to manipulate. I eat it because it's good. Really good and homemade. And I'm too damn tired to let my pride win this one.

The rest of the juice goes down in one go. I wash the dishes, because being a total animal isn't on tonight's agenda, and set them gently on the drying rack, a strangely domestic gesture for someone who's been spiraling into moral decay for the past two hours.

And that's when he comes back.

Damp blond strands fall across his forehead, catching the muted yellow glow of the kitchen. The new outfit doesn't help my sanity. Grey sweatpants slung low, black T-shirt gripping tatted biceps in a way that makes my brain misfire. Standard hot-guy-lounging uniform. But then—Fluffy orange cat slippers. With ears.

I purse my lips so hard my face nearly sprains, fighting the laugh clawing its way up my throat.

He leans against the counter, proudly committing fashion homicide from the ankles down. "You didn't have to wash up," he says, like it's the most normal thing in the world to wear feline footwear in front of company.

I clear my throat, straighten my face, and pretend I wasn't just spiritually attacked by his footwear choices. "I wanted to. Thank you for the food."

He nods slowly, trying to decide whether to make fun of me or ask why I was about to lose it laughing. Instead, he just says, "You're welcome." Then after a pause, "You're still pale. Need a blanket, or do you need to sit under a sun lamp or something?"

"Jesus," I mutter, cracking a reluctant grin. "Are you always this nurturing, or are you giving me the full treatment because I nearly got flattened by a Toyota Corolla?"

He shrugs, utterly unbothered. "The Corolla part helped."

He actually made me chuckle.

"You should take a shower. I'll bring you some of my clothes to change into," he says, pushing off the counter like it's the most casual thing in the world to offer a broken stranger his bathroom and wardrobe.

He turns toward the spiraling staircase, carrying the calm of a man who's dealt with emotionally malfunctioning, half-drunk girls landing in his orbit more times than he should have.

"Wait," I blurt out. Too loud. Too desperate.

He stops, glancing back at me with a brow arched in that maddeningly calm way, waiting for me to figure out what the hell I want from him.

I wish I knew.

"Uuuh..." My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. The words shrivel up somewhere between my gut and throat, dying on impact. What was I going to say? Don't leave me alone? Don't be nice to me? Don't give me hope I don't deserve?

He stares, patient, quiet. Not rushing. Not mocking.

Which somehow makes it worse.

My skin itches under the weight of his gaze. It feels too soft, too safe. He's not judging me the way I'm judging myself.

"Never mind," I mutter, my voice mirroring old gum stuck under a desk, useless and bitter.

There's a flicker in his eyes, something unreadable. His lips twitch, wanting to smirk but don't. "Bathroom's right there," he says instead, pointing down the dimly lit hallway before disappearing upstairs. Rich people and their ambiance lighting.

I hate him a little for being so calm. For not pressing me. He's enjoying this. I know it. Not in a smug, cruel way—no, that would be too easy. It's worse. He's enjoying the control. The fact that he can play nice and see what kind of creature crawls out of the cage when the lock comes off.

Is he being kind? Or is this foreplay?

Maybe he just wants me clean before he changes his mind and fucks me anyway. Or, halfway through this little detour, he figured out what I already know: That I'm not worth it.

Not worth the food, juice or clean towel and oversized shirt I can already picture him handing me. Not worth keeping around.

But too polite to say it out loud.

Or is this the start of some weird, dysfunctional friendship?

Should I leave? Why haven't I left yet?

And more importantly: Why the fuck am I walking to the bathroom as though I decided on staying?
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The moment I step inside, I pause, my breath hitching. The bathroom is massive. Probably the size of my entire bedroom back home. The floors are a smooth, dark gray stone, and the huge glass shower looks like it belongs in a hotel, not in some random guy's apartment. A neatly folded towel sits on the counter next to a row of expensive-looking bottles. Who even has a bathroom this nice?

Home...

The thought crashes into me like a slap. He's probably home by now. I pull my phone from my dress pocket and check the screen. No texts. No missed calls. Nothing.

He came home after his shift, showered, and went straight to bed. I told him I'd be out with Helena, so he's not worried about me. Why would he be?

We've gone days without really talking before, exchanging nothing but a text or two if I stayed at my mother's place. We're used to not talking.

He's not worried.

Cursing at myself under my breath, I strip out of the dress, trying not to think about the ridiculous situation I've put myself in. The fabric is almost dry, but it reeks of a mixture of alcohol, sweat, and whatever the hell is on the floor of a men's bathroom.

Disgusting.

I shudder and toss it to the side, ready to take off my underwear when—Meow.

"What the fuck?" My heart leaps into my throat, and for a solid half-second I think I've wandered into a horror movie. A very domesticated horror movie. Because instead of a masked killer or a creepy doll, I find... a cat.

A fat cat.

A gloriously overweight orange loaf of judgment, wedged inside a laundry basket. Royalty holding court on a throne of socks. His face says peasant, but his vibe says tax-evading CEO.

A laugh bursts out of me before I can stop it. "And who might you be, mister?" I coo, reaching down to scratch his head like I haven't just had an emotional collapse and eaten someone else's leftovers in their apartment.

He stretches, slow and unbothered, then blinks up at me with the kind of disdain only cats and tax auditors can truly master.

"That's Chiko," comes a voice behind me. "Found him in a dumpster."

I scream.

Okay—not scream. More like gasp-loud-enough-to-wake-the-dead. Either way, I whip around and nearly die again because Alex is standing right there. In the bathroom.

With me. WHILE I'M HALF-NAKED.

I grab my dress and clutch it to my chest as if it's a holy relic and he's here to commit blasphemy. "What the hell are you doing?!"

He lifts a brow, zero shame. "I told you I'd bring clothes. Calm down. You've got more fabric on than a Victoria's Secret model at a baptism."

"That's not—" I choke, trying to form words around the mortification clawing up my throat. "You could've knocked!"

"I live here," he says, like that's an acceptable reason to just materialize in bathrooms. I don't
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